J 'ACK]_E SHROFF:
The man

v who made
the mean face

_respectable A

By Vinati Tikku

At the Master's Tutorial School in
Bombay where he smoked his first
cigarette when he had no business to
be doing so, nobody would’ve thought
he was going to make 8 serious and
profitable business of it. And many
years latelr,f when Jackie c‘?hmﬁ’s
mean-eyed face inhaling cigarette
smoke was plastered on hoardings all
. over the country in a massive ad cam-
paign that immediately propelled him
to the tgp of the modelling ranks, I
wonder it they recognised him as the
boy who was refused a passing certifi-
~ cate. I doubt it — whatever he might

have become later, Jackie Shroff was
bardly the model schoolboy.

In a sense, his popularity as a model -
and the success of the Charminar cam-
paign marked the culmination of a
slow but sure change in publc taste.
By the mid-seventies, discerning In-
dians had dumped pudding faces for a
more positive e of masculinity. In
the Hindi film world Amitabh’s uncon-
ventional face had obliterated wishy-
washy relncarnations of Biswajit. And
advertising egencles were on the look-
out for the craggy, unemiling face they

hoped would sell their products. A
hawk-eyed model co-ordinator at Ne-
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tional Advertising was the Srst to spot
it in the office hour rush at Flora Foun-
tain, The fact that it came on & lithe,
six foot frame helped. Jackie was then
working for a travel agency — the nth
desultory job, since he'd dropped out
of school — and interested in the
modelling offer. A string of assign-
ments followed — Century, Naveari,
Ashoka Textiles — satisfactory but
unmemorable. It was the Charminar
campaign in 1979-'80 however that
brought out the best in him. Anand
Rao who shot the film remembers
looking for “an ordinary, yet special”
face. “Jackie who was & relative
newcoiner, was pitted against the
more well-known model Suresh
Oberoi, but I thought he acquitted
himself very well. No fuss absolutely.
He even skidded orce during the
mobike shot. But he was quickly up
and ready for a retake. As a camera-
man, I found he was a very comfor-
table, very relaxed performer. Yes, it
was & very successful campaign —
well e:%_}oited in print and on hoar-
dings. The most eloquent compliment
paid to Jackie is that even the new
Charminar model looks like him!”

What made Jackie so special was
partly his suitability for the product.
His tough, unsmiling face was just
right for the strong, unfiltered
cigarette he was selling. But more
than that it was his personality. It
seemed to transcend the product and
in the ultimate analysis, it was not
cilgarettes, but a mysterious package
of masculinity and sex appeal that he
was marketing. And of course, people
responded. Other ad agencies were
guick to cash in on his marketability.
Jackie Shroff, school drop-out and un-
til now, no more than a Nepean Sea
Road ‘dada’ was suddenly hot modell-
ing property. At Pastry Palace — n
beer bar and eating joint he frequented
for many aimless years — he was
beginning to be recognised. He was
stared’ at by curious onlockers.
Schoolgirls giggled when they saw
him. The absent-minded scratched
their heads, wondering where they'd
seen him before, Subhash Ghai picked
him to play the lead in a forthcoming
film. ‘Celebrity’ readers in Bangalore
voted him the best looking man in the
country. At 25, and in spite of himself,
Jackie Shroff had become one of the
best-known faces the country.

Or had he? At the restaurant rendez-
vous [ almost fail to recognise him! He
strokes his recently sprouted beard
apologetically. He is clearly not used
to giving interviews, I am not used to
mixing tall, dark and handsome men
with my professional life. We sit
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across each other tongue-tied, in
respectful obedience to the admoni-
shing hise of sizzlers. Ssh....

He 1is aoverly polite — a bit
overwhelmed by the whole thing. He
pours out my coffee, goes through
some agonising moments deciding
whether he should stirit as well; there
is a very fine dividing line between be-
ing a gentleman and playing mother,
and [ suppose he can’tafford to project
the wrong image. I takea quicklook at
my questions to see which is the least.
embarrasing. The home-work I've
done on him hasn’t thrown up a single
one! College education — nil. School
— expelled? Girls — known to be a
womaniser, Check, Activities —
hangs outa Pastry Palace, plays video
games, gang-leader of neighbourhood
ruffians, has been involved in street
fights, has been to the police lock-up
several times... Umm... definitely not
the stuff of which polite, ice-breaking
conversations are made. I try my luck
with & relatively harmless one. “What
does it take to be a good model,
Jackie?” He emiles, rolls his eyes up-
wards in a mock pensive gesture and
then replies, “I guess you have tobea
little dumb.” I sink back into my chair
in sheer relief. There’s nothing like a
sense of humour to help things dlong.

I realige later that there was little
cause for worry. The man is a natural.
The way he tells it there’s nothing em-
barrassing about being thrown out of
gchool, indulging in gang-fights or lan-
ding up in the lock-up occasionally. “I
was so alive in those days,” he says
wistfully, “now I feel bogged down...
pressurised by my work. There was
this guy, a close friend of mine who
was interested in this girl. Fle'd call her
up and one day her brother came on the
line and abused the poor boy. Then
these guys landed up at our school.
Boy, did I ﬁet pasted that day...,” he
pauses to chuckle at an obviously fond
memory. “But, mind you we gave it
back to them, we sure did’I musthave
loocked disapproving at this point

Hardly the model schoolboy ;n {inset) with his mathe.

because he suddenly throws up his
arm and protests, “What’s wrong with
it? Competition is healthy. It reminds
me of the knights fighting duels for the
hand of a feirlady.” I want to tell him
that it reminds me of the lousiest Hin-
di film I ever saw,butI don't. There'sno
point. Like all Aquariane Jackie in-
habits a dream world: romantic, ethe-
real and consistently unreal. The kind
of guy who can grab an onion ring out of
the salnd bowl and propose to his
female companion 0? the moment.
Crazy. On the way to one photography
gession he hears a transistor bl
away at 8 Chowpatty bhel-puri s
and wonders if there’s a beach party
on. “That’s where you human beings
are different from us, Aquarians. You
are so goddamn practical,” he com-
plaing,

It is hardly surprising that in the
tinsel world of advertising Jackie is a
much misunderstood man. Modellin
colleagues speak of him as aloner. A
film-maker Kailash Surendranath
who has worked with Jackie on several
campaigns recalls the time when they
were shooting the Cadbury’s drinking
chocolate film in Gulmarg: “He would
lock himself up in his room and'prefer
to spend most evenings by himself.”
Jackie himself makes no secret of his
dislike for the modelling world.
“Basically I'm & hick,” he sayg, “I'm ill
at ease at parties. I feel stupid.”
Kailash who has known Jackie for a
long time, even before he started
modelling, has an explanation for this.
“Jackie probably finds the ad crowd
superficial. He comes from a very or-
dinary family and he’s far more down-
to-earth than most people in advertis-
ing. Buthe's an honest, decent guy and
I like him for that.”

HMis behaviour, I notice during the
photography session, certainly fits in-
to the son-of-the-soil syndrome. He
thinks nothing of sharing his cigarette
with the cabbie, has the most remark-
able rapport with waiters and carries
on a reasonably intelligent conversa-

tion with a little beggar boy who's
hanging around. If any explanation is
needed, he provides it himself. * I
believe in universal brotherhood,” he
says, tap-tapping the Aguarian brace-
let he always wears, with a fingernail.
The only reason I have for believing the
statement i8 that he says it most
unselfconsciously. It's the sort of
thing you can say without smiling, only
if you believe in it.

True to his zodiac sign, he has not
been very planned or professional
about his career. Evelything seems to
have just “happened.” Everything in-
cludes his most challenging assign-
ment to date — & Hindi feature
produced and directed: by Subhash
Ghai and slated for release around
mid-'83. “I've been cast in and as
‘Hero',” ke says miming the jingle.
“The aseignment came to me very
easily,” he confesses, “I haven't realis-
ed the serlousness of it yet — once it
hits me I'll probably be out for the
count!” Fle is aware of the other
models who have tried to make it in
films and failed, but for every Ben-
Jamin Gilani or Deepak Prasher I men-
tion he trots out a Zeenat Aman or
Kabir Bedi. In short, he's optimistic.
Sois Subhash Ghaiwith whom I later
check out Jackie’s acting capabilities.
“Mark my words,” Subhash says wagg
ing a prophetic finger, “this man is go-
ing to be a superstar.”

He inhabits a dream warld — roman
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The story of ‘Hero’ runs periliously
close to Juckie's own chequered past.
It is about a ne’er-do-well who falls in
love and turns over a new leaf
Subhash Ghai says he selected Jackie
for his mature face - the only one
among a crop of baby-faced aspirants,
And Jackie himeelf has no qualms
about selling it. “I'm in films because |
want to make money. Besides, I have
no other creative talent, what else can
I do?” 1 look at my notes on him and
have to nod in agreement,

“| first realised | was good
looking when | was in the Ist
standard. The teacher selec-
ted me to be Santa Claus!”

“You play video games rather well, I
notice.”

“Yes, ‘Defenderg’ is my favourite. I
can overturn the score twice.” He is
dead-pan.

“Don’t you think it is stupid and
childish?”

“No, it's bad becauae it's bad for the
eyes,” he says simply.

I begin to realise that there's no
arguing with him. He is simply not

bound by logic, rationale or what peo-
ple might say. Arvind Shah his friend,
photographer and guide of 20 odd
years says, “he's the kind of guy who

tic, ethereal and consistently unresal.

will call night ‘day’ if hig friend wants
him to.” The clumsy translation of the
Hindi film cliche aside, J can see what
he means. Their affectionate banter
during the photography session
speaks of a deep and abiding relation-
ship. “Aaj mein tujhe khoob bhaga-
unga,” wows Arvind smiling into his
camern, 88 Jackie gets ready forajo

ing shot. Many retakes later, Jackie
raises his arms in mock anger to yell
‘C'mon brother!’ but he's still amiling.

Later, as they cool off with beer at
‘Naaz’, Jackie ingists I sit facing the
view,not the Arabs. Ever since I've
%lven up arguing, I notice, he’s more
riendly, more forthcoming about
himself. His name, he tells me is ac-
tually Jai Krishna. His fatheris 71, a
Gujuarati, and doesn’t know that his
son smokes. Far an astrologer, which
he professes to be, that’s pretty bad,
but anyhow, I've decided not to argue,
so I let him continue. His mother’s
Turkish, *“which accounts for my
chinky evyes.” Fe'd like to make
enough money and retire by the age of
45, “to a stud farm with a beautiful

arden, where I'll play video games and

y model planes,” Other fantasies in-
clude a world trip b% car and an idyllic
holiday in Ceylon. “But I don’t want to
thirtk too much about all this — if you
want something too badly, you don't
getit.” As ?u cations to dreams go,
this one’s fairly philosophical.

Meanwhile he’s having fun. He gets
up early “to see the dabbewalis and
schoolgirle pass by,” attends occa-
sional sessions with his director,
visite the taijlors, swime and rides
whenever he can, In the evening he
hangs out at Pastry Palace with his
friends, guzzling beer, “it’s better than

g Bombay water.” He eats only
vegetarian food, adores coolking and
Jjust for the record is not afraid of grow-
ing old or his looks fading. “I first
realised I was good looking when I was
in the Ist standard. e teacher
selected me to be Santa Claus!”

“How do you react to girls fawning
over you?" Despite all the noble inten-
tions in the world about keeping quiet,
there are certain questions one has to
ask. “T'hey don't,” he replies, “they are
gcared of me! 've actuelly seen girls
turn away and walk in the opposite
direction.”

“But'm surealot of girls would love
to be sitting here in my place.” It feels

good to be arguing again.
“Int .oduce me,” he laughs,

hB‘Nov'vt,1 I'll be darned if this article
sn't done just that! - :

40

January 1983

January 1983

_41




